
Tursiops truncatus EEP 

 

Key figures with regard to longevity of individual animals and sustainability of the collection of 

bottlenose dolphins managed within the European Endangered Species Program (EEP). 

INTRODUCTION 

The European Association of Zoos and Aquaria has different levels of management for the species 

held by its members. The EEP program is the most intensive management program.   At the base of 

this program is the studbook, which is a concise archive of all events of the individual animals within 

the EEP (births, transfers, deaths, pedigree etc).  This database is analyzed with specialized software 

programs like SPARKS (developed under the auspices of the International Species Information System 

ISIS) and PMx (developed under the auspices of the Chicago Zoological Society and the Smithsonian 

Institution). 

The bottlenose dolphin studbook contains 835 animals. With a known pedigree of more than 95% it 

is one of the most complete and precisely kept studbooks within the zoo community.  It is the most 

suitable scientific instrument for answering questions about keeping bottlenose dolphins under 

human care in Europe. 

GENERAL TRENDS 

Number (N) of dolphins: Total, and subdivision into wild and captive born 

 

The graph above demonstrates several matters: 

1. From 1964 onwards, there is a general increase within the EEP population up to 232 animals 

 

2. The number of wild born animals increased in the collection until 2003, which was the last 

year animals were taken from the wild to be introduced into the EEP.  From then onwards, 



the number of wild born animals decreases due to natural mortality. 

 

3. From 1990 onwards, successful reproduction increases and the number of animals born in 

zoos rises. 

 

4. At present, approximately 1/3 of the collection is born in the wild and 2/3 of the collection is 

born in zoos. 

LONGEVITY 

Mortality in dolphins is characterized by a significant mortality in the first month of life and 

thereafter an annual mortality of between 3 and 4%. 

 Neonatal mortality has decreased from 

77% in the decade 1980 to 1990 to 48 and 

47% in the periods 1990 to 2000 and 2000 

to 2012 and further to 44% in the period 

2007 to 2012. (neonatal mortality includes 

stillbirths and abortions and is mortality in 

the first 30 days of life) 

 This mortality pattern is very similar to 

that of other large predators under human 

care (see graph kindly provided by L 

Bingaman Lackey ISIS). 

 No reliable bottlenose data from the wild are available for comparison because much 

neonatal mortality in the wild goes unnoticed and unreported   

In order to compare longevity within the EEP with the wild and bottlenose dolphins kept in the US, 

the median life expectancy from 1 year of age is suitable (Defined as: to what age do 50% of the 

animals survive of all animals that have survived their first year). Average life expectancy is not 

suitable as this number cannot be calculated (yet) because many animals of the first generation are 

still living.  

The table below displays values from the wild, US and EEP populations.  Please see the attached 

essay (How do we know how long Atlantic bottlenose dolphins typically live in the wild and in human 

care, Willis 2011) references to the original data. 
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The data demonstrate: 



 Dolphins in zoos within the EEP live remarkably  longer than in the wild 

 The longevity of dolphins has greatly increased since the beginning of keeping dolphins 

under human care 

 In the US, where these animals have been kept under human care since the 1930s and 

several generations of data are available, longevity is higher. 

SUSTAINABILITY 

An important question is: Can the present EEP collection maintain itself without resorting to taking 

animals from the wild? To answer this question, all events within the collection since 1980 have been 

analyzed.  Based on the observed mortality and fecundity for each age class and each gender, 

combined with the present constitution of the collection, future potential development is predicted 

by the value Lambda. Lambda for the EEP collection is 1.004.  Expected population development 

going forward is an annual increase of 0,4 %, based on mortality and fecundity since 1980, and 

explicitly independent of wild imports. 

Two important notes have to be made: 

1. The number of animals has only increased since the sixties. Many institutions are now nearly 

fully occupied, so in consequence approximately one quarter of the fertile females is 

purposely being kept from reproduction.  A large potential exists to increase the number of 

births should this be necessary. 

 

2. In order to reliably calculate fecundity and mortality for each age class for each gender, a 

large number of animals is required. Hence the period 1980 to present was chosen for 

analysis.  However, mortality has decreased and fecundity has increased since 1980. This 

improvement has not been taken into account in the present calculation of Lambda. 

In conclusion, the present EEP collection is sustainable and can be maintained by its own 

reproduction.  Animals in human care are expected to live markedly longer than in the wild (an 

increase of 30 to 150%  based on median life expectancy of 1 year old animals).  
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